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Abstract
Martin Luther's Reformation of Christianity was preceded by a conceptual reform of
New Testament studies arising from the Renaissance scorn for medieval perceptions.
The Reformation was thrust into a volatile academic arena of conflicting humanist and
scholastic methods of biblical interpretation. Lorenzo Valla and Desiderius Erasmus
applied advanced methods of linguistic, historical, and literary criticism to the translation
and emendation of the New Testament. The debate over the authority for textual
meaning held particular applicability for disregarding the authority of tradition in
interpreting scripture. The humanist view of scripture was adopted by and consequently
associated with the Reformation, although the conflicting practical applications of the
critical approach ultimately divided the two movements from one another.
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Texts and Traditions:
The Consequences of Humanist New Testament Scholarship for the Reformation
The sixteenth century Reformation of the Church anived at a prominent crux in
the history of learning. At the time of its onset in Germany, the debate between
humanists and scholastics dominated the attentions of the universities and significantly
affected the reception of Reformation ideas. The humanist dedication to ancient
literature, particularly in the form of language study, and the scholastic loyalty to the
philosophy of the medieval doctors brought the two groups to focus their opposition on
the consequences of their ideologies for Church doctrine. Philological advances
developed by the Christian humanists introduced a literary aspect to New Testament
interpretation, while the scholastics favored traditional methods of doctrinal
development, such as resolving interpretive questions in the Vulgate by referring to
patristic conclusions. The conflict held special implications for Martin Luther's
Reformation, as its earliest supporters came from the humanist camp. Luther and the
humanists shared a distaste for scholastic dialectics, and the Christian humanists began
calling for reform long before Luther penned his Ninety-Five Theses. Many humanists
rallied around Luther before his break from the Church, and some remained with him
even after his excommunication. The reform tendencies of individual humanists and
Luther's own interest in humanist writings reveal a connection between two of the most
significant movements in early modern Europe: the Renaissance of classical studies and
the splintering of the unified Church.
The influence of humanist thinking in the Reformation has not gone unnoticed by
Renaissance critics. Recently, historians and linguists have regarded the New Testament
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studies of humanists like Lorenzo Valla and Desiderius Erasmus as strong contributions
to the initial success and theological development of the Reformation because of their
1

new perspective on textual interpretation. The reformers' concentration on the biblical
text for constructing doctrine, exemplified by the motto "sola scriptura," brought their
theological ventures into contact with the humanist forays into the translation and critical
interpretation of scripture. The emphasis on precritical language study and the literal,
historical meaning of scripture propounded by Valla and practiced by Erasmus advanced
a contextualized view of the written word into the service of the Reformation. The
humanist method of isolating textual meaning apart from traditional interpretations and
philosophical speculations facilitated the labors of Luther and other early reformers to
separate a textually contingent breed of Christianity from the teachings and practices of
the Roman Church.
As humanism and the Reformation were both reactions against the late-medieval
mindset, the connection between them is best explained by first presenting an overview
of the progress of biblical interpretation through the Middle Ages. The development of
humanist New Testament scholarship can then be traced from its foundation in Petrarch's
view of history to the language studies of Lorenzo Valla. Valla's work was one of the
primary stimulants for Erasmus' new translation of the New Testament, which quickly
became a major focal point of the conflict between the humanists and scholastics. The
methodology of humanist biblical scholarship, especially in its opposition to
scholasticism, inspired the reformers' adoption of language study as the foundation for
1

Recent works that most directly address the influence of humanist biblical scholarship in the Reformation
include Jerry Bentley's Humanists and Holy Writ: New Testament Scholarship in the Renaissance
(Princeton, 1983), Erika Rummel's The Humanist-Scholastic Debate in the Renaissance and Reformation
(Harvard, I 995), and Salvatore Camporeale' s "The Origins of Humanist Theology" (In Humanity and
Divinity in Renaissance and Reformation: Essays in Honor of Charles Trinkaus, E. J. Brill, 1993).
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exegesis. Their similar literary beliefs and religious goals led to the mismatched
association between humanism and the Reformation, with significant consequences for
both the continued growth of philological exegesis and the establishment of Protestant
doctrine. An analysis of the broad progress of humanist biblical studies from the earliest
inquiries on literary context to textual criticism of the Latin Vulgate will clarify its
essential influence on the inception of the Reformation.
Medieval Foundationsfor Exegesis
The progress of biblical interpretation from the Church fathers to both the
humanists and the reformers followed a fairly continuous pattern. The transition from
ancient hermeneutics to the establishment of modem methodology was not a revolution
but rather a restoration of the interpretive balance between logic and language.
Scholasticism temporarily shifted attention away from the historical and linguistic
considerations of biblical study, but ancient and medieval exegetes valued both authorial
intent and semantic context. Augustine's De doctrina christiana specifically advised
that, when faced with multiple possible meanings, the exegete should "examine the
context of the preceding and following parts surrounding the ambiguous place, so that we
may determine which of the meanings among those which suggest themselves it would
allow to be consistcnt" However, Augustine also promoted the fourfold exegesis of
Gregory the Great, a method more notorious for its abuse than appreciated for its
recognition of the complex literary techniques used in scripture.3 While some writers did

2

Kathy Eden, Hermeneutics and the Rhetorical Tradition: Chapters in the Ancient Legacy and Its
Humanist Reception, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997), 55.
3
Richard Muller, "Biblical Interpretation in the Era of the Reformation: The View from the Middle Ages,"
Biblical Interpretation. in the Era of the Reformation, eels. Richard A Muller and John L. Thompson
(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1996), 9. The four senses of scripture are called the
literal, the allegorical, the tropological, and the anagogical. Muller quotes a saying recorded by Nicholas of
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lose sight of the literal meaning in overzealous exploitation of allegory or anagoge,
medieval theologians like Nicholas of Lyra, the fourteenth-century Franciscan author of
the first printed biblical commentary, viewed the literal sense as the foundation for moral
4

and spiritual application. The humanists inherited this framework of traditional exegesis
from previous saints, allowing Valla and Erasmus to develop the methodology for its
practice. The critical change in biblical scholarship in the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries was not the innovation of an entirely new reading structure but rather the
redress of an imbalance in scholarly emphasis.
From the latter part of the Middle Ages through the beginnings of the
Reformation, logic was the premier subject of the trivium and the favorite advisor of
Queen Theology. The rediscovery of Aristotle's works in the thirteenth century led to the
deposition of language arts by the harder science of philosophy. In the universities,
grammar and rhetoric were demoted to servants of the dialectical reign, and logic was
established as the primary confidant to theology's secrets. According to the first line of
Peter of Spain's Summulae logicales, the foremost resource for scholastic training in the
northern universities, "Dialectic is the art of arts and the science of sciences, possessing
the way to the principles of all curriculum subjects/" The dialectic method, inherited
from Aquinas' use of Aristotelian logic, saturated the universities and dominated the field
of biblical study at the advent of the Renaissance. In form, dialectical arguments
attempted to resolve interpretive conflicts by either proving the superiority of one
position or logically showing that the differences between two ideas were merely
Lyra to describe the meaning of each: "The letter teaches what has happened, allegory what one believes,
the moral meaning what one does, and anagoge where one is going."
4
lbid., 11.
5
James H. Overfield, Humanism and Scholasticism in Late Medieval Germany (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1984), 30.
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superficial. Dialectical thinking located textual significance in the implications of the
ideas for metaphysical theories rather than the original intent of the author. The
integration of philosophy and theology in scholastic thought directed biblical studies
toward the creation and reinforcement of complex truth structures, such as the hierarchy
of being. By overemphasizing the Aristotelian elements of Christian theology, the
scholastics shifted the purpose of scriptural interpretation away from the moral
instruction and spiritual contemplation preferred by the Church fathers. The humanist
scholar Paul Oskar Kristeller perceived the break between patristic hermeneutics and
university dialectics in the efforts of the scholastics to "transform the subject matter of
Christian theology into a topically arranged and logically coherent systern.?" To
Augustine and Jerome, the premise for theological exposition was exegesis; to Anselm
and Abelard, it was logic.
Scholastic and Humanist Assumptions
Among the scholastics, the prioritization of reason was counterbalanced by a
lessened emphasis on language. This led to four significant points of contention between
the scholastics and the humanists in regards to biblical scholarship. First, their views on
the purpose of language study differed. The humanists considered grammar and rhetoric
subjects of intrinsic value and the keys to understanding and explaining scripture. To the
scholastics, the language arts were valuable chiefly for defining abstract theories for use
in logical constructs. Grammar and rhetoric were not entirely neglected by the scholastic
curriculum; rather, their mastery provided the gateway for what they deemed the highest
level of scholarly achievement. Because philosophical discussions often hinged on

6

Paul Oskar Kristeller, Renaissance Thought: The Classic, Scholastic, and Humanist Strains (New York:
Harper Torchbooks, 1955), 77.
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technicalities of terminology, scholastics tended to concentrate on the meanings of
individual words instead of the contextual nuances inherent to rhetorical elaboration.7
Humanists, who concentrated their studies on the language arts, were disdained by the
scholastics as mere "poets," lacking the proper tools, specifically a logically driven mind,
for proper theological activity.
The minimized role of language in scholastic studies naturally corresponded with
negligent attention to authorship or the value of original manuscripts for interpretation.
Although the focus of most university programs was the mastery of Aristotelian logic, the
students' familiarity with his works often only extended to quotations from their
professors and summative tracts. The limited availability and high cost of unabridged
copies explains why most teachers and students understood and valued theoretical
knowledge over particular characteristics such as context and authorial intent.
Unfortunately, overdependence on commentaries led to the dilution and
misrepresentation of both classical authors and the biblical text.8 In contrast, the
humanist obsession with physical ownership of complete manuscripts resulted in greater
familiarity with the author's actual words. Respect for authorship in turn led humanists
to better understand the positions of Church fathers in relation to biblical translation and
interpretation.
Differences in the scholastic and humanist approaches to semantics and textual
accuracy can be attributed to the disparity of their philosophical worldviews. Humanists
preferred to focus on particular practical issues as opposed to the scholastic interest in

7

Overfield, 35.
Jacqueline Hamesse, "The Scholastic Model of Reading," A History of Reading in the Wesr, ed.
Guglielmo Cavallo and Roger Chartier, trans. Lydia G. Cochrane (Amherst: University of Massachusetts
Press, 1999), 113-5.

8
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abstract universals. The contrast between the humanist attention to detail and the
scholastic exploration of ideals corresponds with their competing emphases on language
versus logic and authors versus ideas. In his History of King Ferdinand of Aragon, the
humanist Lorenzo Valla stated his personal position regarding the study of history:
"everything is written with the aim of relating what happened, not of proving a point.t''"
Valla denounced the scholastic practice of twisting historical details to uphold a didactic
lesson. The real events of history interested Valla more than the justification of
universally applicable morality. This sense of historical reality in turn affected his view
of ancient texts, authorship, and meaning.
Petrarch's understanding of historical distance provided the key presupposition
for the humanist approach to scripture. From the medieval perspective, the primary
distinction between people, times, and places existed in the religious realm, as seen in the
far-reaching prejudice against the literature of Jews and pagans. Petrarch's acceptance of
Roman rhetoricians and historians was derived from an admiration for their learning and
talents apart from their spiritual damnation. ln his opinion, the scholarship and cultural
achievement that characterized the ancients virtually disappeared in the hundreds of years
that followed them. By naming this period the "Middle Ages," Petrarch recognized the
basic differences in culture and education between it and both the classical period and his
modern age. All pre-medieval pens came to enjoy a new respect for the aura of erudition
that blessed them; likewise, Petrarch and other humanists came to wish that a similar
erudition would bless their own endeavors. The distinguishing characteristics of the three

9

Charles Trinkaus, The Scope of Renaissance Humanism (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press,
1983), 243.
10
Linda Gardiner Janik, "Lorenzo Valla: The Primacy of Rhetoric and the De-Moralization of History,"
History and Theory, l 2, no. 4 (1973): 400.
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periods of history-Antiquity, the Middle Ages, and the Modem period-became the
standards for interpreting the scholarly and cultural products from each. Humanist and
scholastic interpretations of ancient and medieval texts clashed because, just like their
views on language study, authorship, and philosophy, their conceptions of historical
context differed. To the scholastics, Saint Augustine was a voice for eternal truth,
untouched by time or space, while the humanists attempted to understand Augustine as an
individual speaking under particular circumstances.

11

Lorenza Valla 's Philological Approach
Historical consciousness becan1e one of the primary tools for redirecting
theological emphasis back to the biblical text. The sense of time was vital to the
development of humanist philology because it emphasized the ability of time to change
everything connected to human progress. One of the greatest humanist concerns was
recovering classical Latin style, but the method for determining good Latin was often
haphazardly based on numerous authors separated by centuries of linguistic change.
Lorenzo Valla recognized the problem and offered a solution in his Elegances of the
Latin Language, which was produced from his intense study of several works from the
same time period. His understanding of the relationship between language and history
then enabled him to discredit the Donation of Constantine. Valla supplemented his
rhetorical arguments and expositions of historical inaccuracies by listing the
discrepancies between the kind of Latin used in the Donation, marked by specific
semantic patterns and terminology, and the Latin used at the time and place of its
supposed authorship. For example, the medieval term banna is used for "flag" in the

11

The argument for this section was primarily influenced by Charles Nauert, Humanism and the Culture of
Renaissance Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 19-20.
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Donation, but a true fourth-century document would have used vexillum from classical
12

Latin.

In mockery of the document's forger, Valla exclaimed, "But why do I ask for

any intelligence in you, any learning, you who are not endowed with any ability, with any
knowledge of letters, who say 'lights' for lamps, and 'be transferred in the regions of the
east,' instead of 'be transferred to the regions of the east,' as it should be?"13 Valla's
Discourse on the Forgery of the Alleged Donation o_f' Constantine, as an attack on an
important confirmation of Church power, foreshadowed his later critique of the Latin
Vulgate. In this momentous and stylistically derisive document, Valla advocated the
humanist study of history, geography, and letters in direct opposition to the weight of
papal authority.
Valla' s Discourse proved the necessity of precritical language study for
authenticity and accuracy before making logical assumptions. In his Annotations, Valla
practiced his belief that, as with other ancient documents, the translation and
interpretation of the Greek New Testament should be subjected to the close scrutiny of
the grammarian. According to his view of linguistic change, because both are expressed
in terms of human language, both fall under the laws of the fluctuating nature of structure
and meaning.

14

Valla applied to the Holy Scriptures the same concern he showed for

historical accuracy in his Discourse and History o] King Ferdinand. Remaining
consistent with humanist respect for original manuscripts, Valla located mistakes in the

12

Ibid., 37-9.
Lorenzo Valla, The Discourse of Lorenzo Valla on the Forgery of the Alleged Donation of Constantine,
The Treatise of Lorenza Valla on the Donation of Constantine, trans. Christopher B. Coleman (New Haven:
Yale University Press, I 922), 99.
14
Salvatore Carnporeale, "The Origins of Humanist Theology," Humanity and Divinity in Renaissance and
Reformation, eels. John O'Malley, Thomas Izbicki, and Gerald Christianson (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1993),
118-9.
13
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Latin Vulgate by relying on Greek copies and earlier Latin translations of the New
Testament.
Valla' s criticism of the Vulgate consisted primarily of philological observations.
By identifying particular types of scribal errors and disputing unverifiable additions in the
Latin text, Valla provided a catalogue of common inaccuracies for future editors to
consult and an investigative procedure for them to emulate.15 Valla's knowledge of the
transcription process, in which scribes often copied texts from dictation, made it possible
for him to identify places in which homonyms were substituted for the original terms. He
also recorded instances of assimilation, or transcription errors due to the accidental or
deliberate replacement of words and phrases from similar passages found elsewhere in
scripture.

16

In the context of the development of textual criticism, the significance of the

Annotations lay primarily in Valla' s attention to the historical probabilities of textual
corruption.
The consequences of his application of grammar to biblical study confronted
scholastic assumptions of the inferiority of the language arts because Valla affirmed the
necessity of Greek scholarship for theology. Even though his Annotations are dominated
by precritical or "lower" criticism, 17 the recognition of problems in the text had serious
consequences for the validity of exegetical interpretations based entirely on the Vulgate.
Language study became a prerequisite to any attempt at higher critical interpretation.18
This first stage in the development of Renaissance hermeneutics revealed a shift in
emphasis from the application of scripture for morality, spirituality, and theology to the
15

Jerry Bentley, Humanists and Holy Writ (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), 43.
John D' Amico, Theory and Practice in Renaissance Textual Criticism: Beatus Rhenanus Between
Conjecture and History, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), 16.
17
Bentley, 46.
18
Camporeale, 122.
16
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structure and wording of the original manuscripts. By focusing on the fundamental
problems of translation and transcription, Valla redirected biblical scholarship from
philosophical discourse to the source of many of its interpretive problems: the text itself.
Erasmian Hermeneutics
Heightened attention to the mutability of language highlighted the necessity of
original manuscripts. Perhaps the most influential product of humanist language study,
and possibly the most controversial, was Erasmus' publication of the Greek New
Testament, accompanied by his own Latin translation and his Annotations. His work on
the New Testament was greatly influenced by Valla's Annotations, which Erasmus
discovered in 1504 and considered so instrumental to humanist thought that he had them
printed. Erasmus, however, took two steps beyond Valla's work. He applied his
philological talents to editing and compiling a Greek text, and he wrote out some of the
exegetical consequences of his textual emendations. The influence of the new
availability of the Greek New Testament was almost immeasurable. It was read widely
by the reformers, including Luther, Zwingli, and Calvin, for the pm-pose of producing
both translations and exegetical commentaries.

19

Although the Vulgate continued in

general use by both Catholic and Protestant theologians.i" the wide distribution of
Erasmus' New Testament made it the foundation for precritical Bible study for centuries
to come and made Erasmus a continental celebrity."
More than any other work, the Greek New Testament represented the transferal of
academic emphasis back to the text. As a symbolic attack on the supremacy of logic,
Erasmus' work brought on vitriolic condemnation from scholastics. Despite the pope's
19

Bentley, 191-2.
Muller, 13.
21
Nauert, 157.

20
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favorable reception of Erasmus' dedication of the first edition, scholastics called his
criticism of Jerome's Vulgate an attack on Church authority. Many scholastics feared
that Erasmus was attempting to replace the Vulgate and to encourage required language
study in the university curriculum, Ironically, Jerome had faced similar opposition. Both
he and Erasmus defended their work by claiming that they did not wish to set up their
versions as definitive, although the Vulgate came to be considered as such. Both men
warded off claims that they were questioning biblical inspiration by arguing that any
errors they uncovered should be attributed to copying mistakes, either intentional or
accidental.v' Erasmus also faced accusations that the rhetorical style valued by humanists
was unfit for scripture because it conflicted with Christian humility and that scripture
should not be subjected to grammatical criticism because it is set apart from lesser forms
of literature.23 In light of the difficulties Jerome had faced, hostility to Erasmus' work
from traditionalists was inevitable.
Because Erasmus directed his criticism to the Holy Bible, the humanist method of
interpretation received a great deal more notice than it might have if only non-canonical
documents had been placed under consideration. The increased attention, both positive
and negative, led Erasmus to describe and defend his method for proper biblical study in
his Ratio verae theologiae, published as an expansion of his preface to the second edition
of his Novum Testamentum (Methodus). The bifold process of scriptural scholarship
hinged on the two subjects of the trivium undervalued by scholastics: grammar and
rhetoric. Previously, Valla asserted the supremacy of rhetoric over logic in response to
the converse claims of scholastics. Janik elaborates on his central presupposition of
22

Erika Rummel, The Humanist-Scholastic Debate in the Renaissance and Reformation (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, I 995), IO 1-4.
23
Ibid., 119.
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reality: "the right use of language, the attainment of the correct expression entails that the
speaker will have a true picture of the world."24 Erasmus applied this theory to the
exposition of biblical truth in his New Testament publications. Erasmus believed that the
student of theology must first master the biblical languages and the rules of grammar in
order to properly understand what he reads. Secondly, his understanding must be
properly expressed through the use of rhetorical persuasion in order for its effects to be
complete. Erasmus charged readers of the Ratio to "perform this vow, this one thing: that
you be changed, that you be seized, that you weep at and be transformed into those
teachings which you learn."25 The natural progression from linguistic comprehension to
personal exhibition, from recognition to application, parallels Valla's view of the
relationship between language and reality.
Erasmus' grammatical and rhetorical expertise guided both his translation and his
exegesis of the New Testament. The Annotations, though considerably less involved or
comprehensive than the commentaries of the Reformation, were significant because they
emphasized the literal, historical meaning of the text and condemned anachronistic
interpretations. For example, the sacrament of institutionalized confession was popularly
attached to Acts 19: 18, which states that "many also of those who were now believers
came, confessing and divulging their practices." Erasmus argued that the verse described
public, spontaneous confession. The sacrament might be justifiable from tradition, but
Erasmus would not accept any argument that twisted scriptural meaning to invent props
for Church teachings.26 Describing the proper approach to biblical study in his

24
25

.Ian ik, 394.

Marjorie O'Rourke Boyle, Erasmus on Language and Method in Theology (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 1977), 72-73.
26
Bentley, 186. Biblical text taken from the Revised Standard Version.
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Methodus, Erasmus depicted a different kind of textual corruption than Valla's
philological findings: that "which takes place when we abuse the words of Holy Scripture
and make 'Church' mean 'priests', and 'world' mean 'Christian laymen'; when we make
27

what is said of 'Christians' apply to monks alone ... "

While Valla attacked inaccuracies

of transcription, Erasmus confronted the gross interpretive distortions made by scholastic
scholars to show favoritism to the clergy or false support for their practices.
Erasmus' explanations of the text were characteristically straightforward,
practically applicable, cautiously anticipative of misinterpretations, and mindful of both
semantic context and the historical audience. Erasmus' note on the first verses of
Romans 14 provides a representative illustration. The following passage is his response
to Paul's injunction to indulge the weakness of Christian brothers who cannot bring
themselves to eat all foods:
We must note in passing that Paul attributes abstinence
from foods to weakness of faith: he is not speaking of those
who abstain from the more luxurious foods the more to
bring their body under control, but of those who in the
manner of the Jews avoid certain foods. And yet he wants
such people to be tolerated, in the hope that they may
progress in faith and disregard ceremonies of this kind. But
today we see among Christians almost more superstition in
the choice of foods than there ever was among the Jews.
These things are no longer [merely] tolerated, but in these
some people find perfect piety, for these we fight with
every weapon at our disposal, on the basis of these we
judge, we shun, we abhor our neighbor as though he were
very little a Christian; as a result of these we take pride in
ourselves-most foolishly, when in other respects we are
infected with the most horrible diseases of the soul: pride,
28
anger, envy, self-love.
27

Anthony Grafton and Lisa Jardine, From Humanism to the Humanities: Education and the Liberal Arts
in Fifteenth- and Sixteenth-Century Europe (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1986), 147.
28
Desiderius Erasmus, Collected Works of Erasmus: Annotations on Romans, ed. Robert D. Sider, trans.
John B. Payne, Albert Rabil Jr., Robert D. Sider, and Warren S. Smith Jr., (Toronto: University of Toronto
Press, 1994 ), 366.
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Immediately Erasmus guarded against the potential misapplication of attributing
"weakness" to any kind of abstinence by noting the literary context of faith and the
probable reception of the original audience, who encountered conflicts between Jewish
and Gentile Christians. His language attempted to portray Paul's original intention for
the commandment by considering what the author "wants" from fellow Christians and
"hopes" for his weaker brethren. From this historically minded explanation, Erasmus
constructed a moral application for the cmTent day untainted by anachronism by limiting
the command to its original bounds of superstition and tolerance. By concluding with an
eloquent list of collective failings meant to arouse pious reflection, and humbly including
himself with the personal pronoun "we," Erasmus followed exactly his professed method
for biblical study.29
Erasmus focused many of his notes on a tropological, or moral, reading of the text
because he valued the practical application of scripture for encouraging personal morality
and denouncing clerical corruption. In other works, like his Paraclesis ( 1529), Erasmus
criticized scholastic theologians who argued endlessly over irrelevant points of doctrine
while ignoring weightier matters. His writings on the eve of his publication of the New
Testament, including his Enchiridian (1503), revealed a desire to revive simple Christian
charity and reform clerical abuses.i" Erasmus' view of scripture combined his love for
humanistic language study and his longing for a Renaissance of Christian values. At
first, Erasmus' desire for curriculum reform in the universities received more attention
than his thoughts on simony and indulgences. Ironically, although the issues of the
humanist/scholastic debate became critical influences on the ideologies of reformers like
29
30

This analysis of Erasmus' method follows the description outlined by Boyle, 72-73.
Nauert, l 55.
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Luther and Philip Melanchthon, when the Reformation did arrive, Erasmus could not
accept its terms.
Setting the Stage: Scholastic and Humanist Conflict
Because the extension of humanist ideology was boosted by the propagation of
defensive treatises, the primary phase of its influence on the Reformation lay in its
conflict with scholasticism. Humanist and scholastic views on the relationship between
scripture and doctrine confronted one another under both the larger scheme of classical
studies and the more particular field of textual criticism. The animosity between the two
camps and its pre-Reformation implications were particularly felt in the free city of
Cologne, where Johannes Reuchlin defended the study of Hebrew literature against
scholastic rejection of pagan languages. Heimann von dem Busche's Valium humanitatis
was filled with diatribes against his opponents in Cologne, namely scholastic scholars
from the university. Fearing that the scholastic influence would squelch all attention to
the humanities, Busche complained, "Certainly nowhere in Italy (the parent of letters)
31

would this barbaric abuse against humanistic study be heard." Busche's arguments
particularly defended reading classical works to better understand historical timelines,
geographic references, and literary devices in the Bible. He cited Augustine and Jerome
as Church authorities who agreed with the humanist position. Jerome, for example,
supported reading histories from Greece and Rome for deciphering Daniel's Old
Testament prophecies. Like many other humanist writers, Busche held up Augustine's

31

James Mehl, "Hermann von dem Busche's Valium humanitatis (1518): A German Defense of the
Renaissance Studia Humanitatis," Renaissance Quarterly 42, no. 3 (Autumn 1989): 488.
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famous allusion to the seizure of Egyptian treasures by the people of Israel as a
32

justification for studying Roman authors to use in biblical interpretation.

ln debating the issue of correcting the Latin Vulgate against Greek texts,
humanists and scholastics both appealed to ancient authorities in ways that reflected their
respective ideologies. The humanists admired the fathers of Christianity because, in
addition to the revival of classical culture, they also sought a return to the early purity of
the Church.33 The Renaissance humanists Valla and Erasmus and the Church fathers
Jerome and Augustine shared a respect for pagan literature and a recognition of the
importance of learning the original biblical tongues. Augustine explicitly praised
language study in his De doctrina Christiana, and Jerome put linguistic learning into
34

practice for his translations of New Testament books in the Vulgate.

1n contrast to the

humanists, the scholastics esteemed the Church fathers for their roles as doctrinal
authorities rather than classical scholars. Augustine's City of God was widely applied to
political issues concerning the relationship of the Church and the state.35 Many thought
that Jerome's Vulgate was divinely inspired, or at least exempt from criticism due to its
long-term use in the Church, and that all suggestions of imperfections were attacks on the
inerrancy of God's Word and Church authority.
The humanist view of textual meaning held serious implications for the stability
of Church authority. While papal power and scholastic argument relied heavily on
tradition to interpret Holy Writ, humanists, and later reformers, turned to the text. To the
humanist the solution to conflicting scriptural conclusions lay in the language. The

32
33
34

35

Ibid., 494-5.
Camporeale, 104-5.
Rummel, 115.
Kristeller, 83.
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source of meaning was situated around the contextually distinctive intentions of the
original authors. The scholastics, on the other hand, explained confusing passages
principally through speculative arguments. During their dialectical debates, a great deal
of effort was expended dissolving tensions between varying patristic and medieval
interpretations of scripture, thereby proclaiming the virtual inerrancy of the Church
fathers and reinforcing pre-existing doctrines. The German humanist Jacob Wimpheling
criticized what he perceived as single-mindedness among his scholastic peers: ''Tradition
is their only argument, the only defense of their folly. 'It is now fifty years (or: two,
three, four centuries),' they cry out, 'that the text has been read this way; this is how our
forefathers recited it. "'

36

Various similar accounts indicate a widespread movement to

attack the assumptions of tradition with a re-evaluation of its scriptural roots.
Shared Convictions of Humanists and Reformers
The aims of the Renaissance and the Reformation merged together at this single
point of humanist argumentation. The scholarly and religious concerns of the northern
humanists at the beginning of the sixteenth century were inseparable because they were
both connected to the way Valla and Erasmus treated the New Testament text. Their
introduction of historical and linguistic criticism to the field of biblical hermeneutics set
up an alternative to abstract scholastic theology.

37

By claiming that textual meaning was

dependent upon the context of its authorship, humanists denounced the ignorant
acceptance of centuries of theological commentaries based merely on the authority of
tradition. Although most humanists still respected the collective authority of the Church
councils and papacy, the shift of emphasis from philosophical interpretation to simpler

36
37

Rummel, 96.
Camporeale, 105.

Texts and Traditions 22

moral application reinforced the humanist movement for spiritual revival in the Church.
In the hands of Martin Luther, the greater focus on the text became a tool for eschewing
Church tradition altogether.
At the start of the Geiman Reformation, anti-scholasticism, respect for the
original biblical languages, and outrage over the exploitation of Church offices brought
humanists and reformers together. Luther's fervent denunciation of dialectics made both
humanists and scholastics assume that he was a member of the former party. The
scholastic Lopis Stunica, whose own translation work on the Complutensian Polyglot
strangely did not raise his opinion of humanist biblical scholarship, connected the
humanist criticism of the Vulgate with the reformers' criticism of the Church. In one of
many vicious responses to Erasmus' conclusions in translating the New Testament,
Stunica claimed that "'either Erasmus lutherizes or Luther erasmusizes. "'

38

Zwingli even

associated Luther's conclusions with Erasmus' method by boasting "Luther is approved
by all scholars in Zurich, as is the Ratio of Erasnrns."39 The misplaced equation of the
humanist and reform movements is understandable. At the time, it was difficult to
differentiate between their opinions, particularly in their defense of literal exegesis
against the scholastics. In a letter to Spalatinus, Luther condemned scholastics for
removing theology so far from biblical scholarship that their ideas could no longer be
backed by anything in scripture. Even when they did appeal to the Bible, he claimed, the
text was twisted from its literal meaning to match whichever rule the scholastic wanted to
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defend.Y Erasmus and other humanists were similarly outraged at the scholastics'
41

disregard for original sources in the process of creating abstract theological systems.

In addition to adding his voice to the condemnation of scholastic methodology,
the father of the Reformation praised the study of ancient languages just as loudly as any
humanist. Most notably, Luther placed himself under the tutelage of Valla and Erasmus
by translating his German New Testament from Erasmus' Greek text. The motto sofa
scriptura described the common ground for early reformers and humanists: respect for
the objective meaning of the text. While the philosophical speculations of the scholastics
relied heavily on patristic commentaries, the first reformers, like the humanists, separated
meaning from tradition, thereby aligning themselves more with the scholarly spirit of
42

Augustine and Jerome than with their contributions to theology proper.

By recognizing

that textual meaning relied on historical and semantic context instead of its interpretations
by various saints and scholastics, the humanists prepared sixteenth-century Germany for
the reception of the move to subordinate all authority to the text itself.
Divergent Goals of Humanists and Reformers
The progression from the criticism of errors in the Church-approved Bible to the
mistrust of the entire Roman power structure is significant. Most humanists had no
desire to break with the Church, and even some who openly supported Luther in 1517
disassociated themselves from the Reformation after its stance became clear. Although
Erasmus questioned unqualified exegesis, he still believed in the authority of the papacy
and of the collected voice of the councils for doctrinal decisions. Bernd Moeller aptly
4
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summarizes the primary difference between the two positions by relating their views on
Christian truth to the slogan sola scriptura: "For the humanists it had an inclusive sense
('not without scripture') while for Luther it was exclusive ('with scripture alone')."43
The humanists and reformers agreed in their view of textual meaning, but their different
notions of textual authority separated the aims of the two movements. Erasmus sought to
insert a magnifying lens of language study and contextual interpretation under the eye of
the Church to better view the Holy Scriptures. Luther donned this monocle of humanistic
study to translate the New Testament, but, unlike Erasmus, he elevated the text to an
authoritative level above Church teachings. This division of purpose explains why the
studias humanitatis was neglected during the frenzy of theological debate" and why later
reformers returned to scholastic methods to create biblically based systematic
· 45
th eo 1 ogres.

A few humanists, like Melanchthon, saw the Reformation as the active fulfillment
of humanist ideology. Melanchthon did not share Erasmus' qualms at leaving the
umbrella of papal authority. As a member of the generation following Erasmus, he might
have found it easier to rebel." The humanist-scholastic debate and obvious abuses in the
sale of indulgences created a turbulent atmosphere that nourished younger impulses for
reform. For example, in a l 521 apology for Luther, Melanchthon already assumed the
fallibility of man-made Church institutions: "They accuse Luther of heresy, not because
he disagrees with Scripture, but with the universities, the holy fathers, and the councils.
And then they call the opinions of the universities, of the holy fathers, and of the councils
43
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the primary principles of faith.?" Here, the Reformation sense of sola scriptura was
professed by a humanist, so the lines between the two movements were not absolute.
Still, they are traditionally, and accurately, thought to part ways in the conflict between
Erasmus and Luther.
Erasmus made a concentrated effort to defend the studias humanitatis from a
damning association with the Reformation, He reiterated his willingness to submit his
writings to the verdict of the Roman Church several times while attempting to quietly
withdraw himself from Luther's fight. All humanist attempts at exegesis, as defined by
Erasmus, were not above the uncontested decision of the collective Church, which he
considered divinely blessed in a comparable, if not equal, sense to scripture. He
distinguished between items of contention, such as errors in the Vulgate, and those which
find their end in papal decree by defining the latter as "that which the Catholic Church
holds without controversy and by a large consensus.v" Eventually, Erasmus grew
desperate enough to re-enter the theological war, but even his open debates with Luther
on free will could not remove the taint of the Reformation from all humanist endeavors to
translate and interpret scripture. Unfortunately for Erasmus, when the reformers declared
the entire Church hierarchy corrupt, the writings of the Christian humanists fell into
disrepute with them.49
As a consequence of its inextricable link to Luther, humanist biblical scholarship
virtually disappeared as an independent discipline. Its influence on Reformation
theology, however, continued in the philological talents of Calvin and later reformers.
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Eventually, language study and attention to historical and semantic contexts became
natural steps in the precritical approach to scripture. As the Reformation progressed,
humanist methods were integrated with a scholastic use of logic to create running
commentaries and theological points of doctrine.i" Luther continued to regard the
mastery of Greek and Hebrew as a prerequisite for scholarly biblical interpretation." The
question that remains is whether or not the humanist impact on hermeneutics was a
primary force in the inception, propagation, and survival of the Reformation as a
movement. As has been previously shown, the reform goals of the humanists and
Protestants were irreconcilable; humanists like Erasmus never intended to influence or
aid any kind of rebellion against the Holy Catholic Church. Regardless of Erasmus'
personal aims, the new perception of textual meaning and interpretive authority spread by
the humanist-scholastic debate over New Testament translations opened up scholarly
reception to the Reformation. The Reformation might still have succeeded without the
preparatory studies and early support of the humanists. However, the biblical scholarship
of Valla and Erasmus undeniably constituted a principal stimulus in the primary stages of
Luther's influence.

In conclusion, Valla's development and Erasmus' application of philological
analysis in the translation of the New Testament created a controversy that held radical
consequences for Christianity. Both humanists and early reformers opposed the
traditional view of the Vulgate's supremacy held by the scholastics. Brought together by
their mutual respect for language study, the two groups quickly became associated with
each other, resulting in the undesired defamation of the northern humanists in the eyes of
50

Muller, 14-15.
Richard Gawthrop and Gerald Strauss, "Protestantism and Literacy in Early Modern Germany," Past and
Present no. 104 (August 1984): 35.

51

Texts and Traditions 27

the Catholic Church. Erasmus' hope for a revival of simple piety was set aside in the
larger debate over Church authority. Nevertheless, the humanist application of
grammatical criticism to the New Testament remained a strong influence in the
development of Reformation theology. The most immediately apparent effects of the
work of Valla and Erasmus appeared in the beliefs of Luther and his followers, but the
consequences of their studies also extended to the Catholic Reformation, the course of
literary critical theory, and the formation of modern culture. The reformers' view of
scripture was a single, but extremely influential, component of the greater transformation
of the Western perception of language, the effects of which continually multiply as
society has become increasingly dependent on the written word.
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